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Laying down

DOWN THE LAW
A recent survey revealed that
about 20 per cent of young
lawyers were considering leaving
the legal profession. Catherine
Sanz investigates the reasons
why and looks at the alternative
careers that some ex-lawyers
have gone on to pursue

A

Dede Gold, who left
a career in corporate
law to become a
painter; pet dogs are
her speciality subject
DANIEL LYNCH

t 2am on a morning in April 1998, Dede Gold
rang her dad in Waterford from her desk at
a corporate law firm in London.
Gold, who had worked at the firm for two
years, was coming off a six-week stretch of
long days and her third late night in a row
when she said into the phone: “Dad, I can’t
do this anymore.”
While Gold loved the buzz of working in London and alongside talented colleagues, she often felt like a “cog in the wheel”
which led to a sense of being unfulfilled and exhausted.
After a pep talk in which her dad told her that he didn’t raise
his daughter to be sitting in an office when she “should be
out dancing”, Gold went home, came back the next day, and
handed in her notice.
“I was tired of cold pizza at my desk,” she told the Business
Post, reflecting on the night that changed the course of her
career forever.
“It was a classic case of not knowing oneself early on . . .
Cognitively I convinced myself it was a ‘brilliant job’, but intuitively I knew it just wasn’t me.”
Gold left the firm, worked in PR for a while before getting
married, taking time off, and discovering her love of painting.
When her marriage eventually ended in 2005, Gold honed
her painting skills in artist studios and developed a talent for
portraits of what would become her favourite subject: dogs.
She now has painted dogs belonging to a long list of wellknown clients, including the Duchess of Cambridge Kate Middleton and Julie Andrews. She has also held three solo exhibitions
of her work and featured in art shows in London and New York.
Her path from the high-stress world of corporate law to a
creative job is not the most well-worn one, but it is a route
that a number of ex-lawyers interviewed by the Business Post
have taken.
They all cite a high-pressure work culture as a reason for
making the change, but many also note how they chose to
study law as teenagers and felt like different people by the time
their careers began.
While the so-called Great Resignation, or people quitting their
jobs in large numbers, has been connected to a post-pandemic
feeling of endless opportunity, many ex-lawyers said the specific demands of corporate law jobs helped spur their exodus.
Is the Irish legal profession in for a reckoning in order to
retain talent, or are radical job changes par for the course in
the corporate world? 
ý
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Audrey Keogan,
development
assistant at the
Irish National
Opera 
 FERGAL PHILLIPS

he term “ex-lawyer” is one which may soon become more
common if job-market indications come to pass.
According to a recent survey of 3,000 young lawyers by
the International Bar Association, a global membership body,
around 20 per cent were considering leaving the profession
entirely in the next five years. A third said they wanted to switch to a
different area of the legal sector, the report also found.
Lawyers surveyed cited a lack of a work/life balance, barriers to
career progression, and the problems of toxic workplace cultures as
their main reasons for wanting a change.
For those currently working in the profession, it’s unsurprising that
a client-focused service industry is demanding.
Michelle Ní Longáin, a partner in ByrneWallace and president of the
Law Society of Ireland, spoke about the issue last year on Law on Trial,
the Business Post’s legal affairs podcast.
She said there were many features inherent in the solicitor profession
which made it a challenge to provide a good work life balance.
“[Some] clients usually want advice on the Friday afternoon of a
bank holiday and it’s usually urgent,” Ní Longáin said.
“That’s a challenge, but that’s what the clients are demanding . . . so
that’s not necessarily firms imposing that, that’s clients saying very
clearly, that’s when we want you.”
Her comments reflect an increasingly hectic work culture, the stresses
of which have been compounded in recent decades by an increasingly
globalised world, and one where clients may be on different continents
and working in different time zones.
For some former lawyers, these demands influenced the quality of
their output and made them feel unmotivated.
Audrey Keogan worked as a corporate lawyer in two large Dublin
firms before changing direction completely in 2021. She now works
with the Irish National Opera, a charity which aims to make opera
more accessible.
Keogan says the unpredictable nature of the corporate work made it
difficult to maintain the stamina needed.
“I could do the work, [but] it was the volume of work that I just found
a bit much,” Keogan told the Business Post. “When you’re feeling tired
and burnt out, it’s very difficult to motivate yourself and for somebody
like me who didn’t find it fulfilling, I just couldn’t find the motivation.”
Keogan says her decision to leave came after months of consideration and reading about other ex-lawyers who had also made the leap.
Despite feeling confident in her decision, she says she was extremely
nervous to hand in her notice because of how it would be perceived
by her colleagues.
“What was interesting was that the more senior the person, the more
they were like, ‘That’s a great decision’. I think they’ve seen people who
want to leave but don’t, and I think it spoke volumes to hear that coming
from people who have dedicated their whole lives to this sector,” she says.
“I was so nervous doing it, but actually completely relieved when I
did it. I had the sense of calm that was like, ‘Oh, this is 100 per cent the
right thing to do’,” she added.
Keogan also says her departure had a “ripple effect” and she has been
contacted by many people in the industry looking for details on how
she made her decision.
“It is funny how you probably don’t know the impact you’re having,”
she says. “As soon as you start saying, ‘Oh, I did this thing. I actually
changed careers’, people are very interested. Covid has made people
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rethink things.”
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n the wake of the pandemic, law firms, along with many corporate
companies, have implemented a number of measures to accommodate an improved work/life balance for employees.
Central to these measures is a hybrid working model where
employees have more flexibility on the number of days they spend
in the office, but some companies have also provided “wellness” benefits
such as mindfulness and stress management workshops.
Some former corporate lawyers have turned a passion for mindfulness
and yoga into full-time careers, and often frequent corporate firms to
help employees find ways to rest.
Barry Lee worked for a decade in various small corporate firms in
Ireland before starting Mindfulness for Law, a company which provides
a range of workshops and in-office courses to law firms.
He described his journey away from law as “subtle”, saying it wasn’t
a straight road to burnout, but rather a slow process. He compared it to
a pot of water on a hob where “the pot is too full and the heat is turned
up too high for too long”.
“It’s all bubbling away and then it’s a moment of everything just
bubbles over,” he says. “It can creep up on you.”
Lee says he was introduced to mindfulness, started training and
eventually teaching part-time before he took a sabbatical for a year
followed by a “leap of faith” in making the professional switch.
He says the financial risks that come with leaving a well-paid corporate law job were daunting.
“I didn’t know if it would work out,” Lee says.
“I’m really glad I did take the risk, and it seemed like a bigger risk
actually, in hindsight. I think there’s all kinds of things that are possible,
and maybe a fear of failure is ingrained in a lot of people. It was in me.”
While he is a big advocate for believing in yourself and your abilities
in the face of fear, Lee says he also thinks people considering leaving
the legal profession should not be rash.
He says a career coach or therapist can help people with doubts
about their career to tease out what kind of changes or tweaks can be
made ahead of quitting.
In his new role, Lee often visits corporate law firms to conduct
mindfulness workshops and regularly interacts with practising lawyers.
While many law firms now encourage employees to look after themselves physically and mentally, Lee says he takes issue with those who
used it as a tool to get people to work harder.
He says there needed to be a recognition that people need rest in
order to perform well and be happy.
“If you’re taking a person’s lunch break away so that they can do
mindfulness, or if they’re forced to do it, I don’t agree with that,” he
says. “For me, I was drawn to it, and it helped me, but it’s not the only
show in town.”

Barry Lee,
founder of
Mindfulness
for Law, which
provides
workshops and
in-office courses
to law firms
 FERGAL PHILLIPS

The law by numbers

as a corporate associate after years of successful studying and a good salary, and
now I’m down to no salary and handing
out flyers. When I think of that, Jesus
. . . but I’m so glad I did it,” Shannon says.
While her journey towards yoga teaching happened quite suddenly, Shannon
says it was connected to a “lightbulb
are considering leaving the profession
moment” she had on holiday in India
entirely in the next five years, according
the Christmas before she handed in her
to one survey*
notice.
She says she was sitting on the floor
taking notes on yoga and meditation
books she had been reading, when a
woman expressed surprise at her studiousness and asked what she did for
a living.
“I says, ‘I’m a corporate lawyer’, and
want to switch to a different area of the
the woman just looked at me,” Shannon
legal sector, according to the same survey
says, noting that in that moment she
knew “the jig was up”.
“I felt like a clown in a suit, it just
didn’t match. Obviously I’ve had to say
the words ‘corporate lawyer’ out loud
a lot in my career, but in that setting,
surrounded by things I felt interested
in, saying it there felt weird.”
say a lack of work-life balance is a concern
Despite the different paths they defor them
cided to take, all the ex-corporate lawyers interviewed for this piece credited
their study of law and their experience
* This survey, published in January 2022, was
working in the sector with giving them
conducted by the International Bar Association,
the confidence they needed to know
a global membership body, and surveyed 3,000
when to leave.
lawyers under the age of 40
For Dede Gold, her law background
also gave her the courage to handle challenging moments in life, including her
dramatic career change and her divorce,
which she says would have otherwise
felt daunting.
She says having a legal background is something she cherishes but
she is grateful that she left when she did.
“It was a gift, even though I left in the night from that desk in London,”
she says. “I knew I could look after myself and even if you don’t stay
on that path, law gives you great confidence to know you can handle
things in life.” n

20%

33%
60%

T

he importance of taking time to consider all available options
before making a career change is also expressed by Brendan
Kelly, a professor of psychiatry at Trinity College Dublin and
a consultant psychiatrist.
Kelly says he often has stressed out lawyers as patients who
are dealing with “cognitive constriction”, or having “tunnel vision” and
being unable to see the available options. He says those people often
need a reset which can be achieved by taking a significant break and
spending time with people who are not lawyers.
“There is a tribalism in most professions, including law, which is
unhelpful,” Kelly says.
“We think our way into traps and we believe we’re in those traps,
but usually we’re not as trapped as we feel,” he added.
Kelly says corporate lawyers are particularly vulnerable to burnout
for a number of reasons, including an industry built around “billable
hours”, or time that you can invoice a client for. He says this is very
problematic on a personal level because it produces “relaxation remorse”.
“It means that when you do relax, there is a part of your brain that
says, ‘this is an hour I could have billed for’,” he says.
“People are then less likely to take relaxation time and when they
do there is a chance they will have remorse for having done so. When
we start to assign monetary value on time, that is a real problem in the
world of corporate law.”
Kelly also says that corporate law firms often reward people for being busy, with late nights and early mornings described as a “badge of
honour” among staff. He says people in those situations need to regulate
their time and energy to avoid being taken advantage of.
“Lawyers are hugely intelligent and hugely focused on achievement,
that’s often why they became lawyers, but the corporate structures
ruthlessly exploit these traits almost unknowingly,” Kelly adds.

W

hile many lawyers who leave the profession have a
clear idea of what they’re going to do next, others just
knew that they wanted out of corporate law.
This was the case for Sarah Shannon, who runs
Wild & Free, a yoga retreat company in the Algarve

in Portugal.
Prior to starting up the business during the pandemic, Shannon worked
as a corporate lawyer for over six years before quitting in July 2018.
“When I left I had no idea what I was going to do,” Shannon says.
“I just left.”
After a yoga teacher training course abroad and a walk along the
Camino in Spain, she was offered the chance by a friend to teach yoga
at a café in Rathmines, where she set up her own yoga company and
hustled to advertise the business.
“I made flyers and walked around Rathmines putting them under
doors,” she says.
“It was such a surreal thing to do because one moment I’m working

Sarah Shannon,
who runs Wild
& Free, a yoga
retreat company
in the Algarve in
Portugal
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Clash of the Web Summit founders:
the real story behind the legal battle

Paddy Cosgrave: now at daggers drawn
with former Web Summit colleagues
Daire Hickey and David Kelly
Getty

people who work very hard” and who
deserve better.
When asked a number of questions
around the allegations outlined in Hickey’s affidavit, a spokeswoman for Web
Summit said his legal action was “opportunistic” and “without merit”. She said
the claims that both Hickey and Kelly
allege seek to “distract and deflect” from
the legal case Web Summit has taken
against Kelly for breach of fiduciary duty.
“We look forward to future court
hearings when matters of fact, not wild
allegations, will be given due consideration,” she added.

Follow-on funds and unicorns

How did the small group of former friends
behind the big-ticket tech conference
fall out so badly in a tangle of allegations,
lawsuits and countersuits?

Catherine
Sanz

I

n the spring of 2017, Daire Hickey
and David Kelly had lunch in the
Dropping Well pub in Milltown
in Dublin 6, following a meeting
with Paddy Cosgrave about the
future of the Web Summit, a tech
conference start-up that was worth an
estimated €100 million at the time.
Hickey, who had been recovering from
injuries incurred in a serious car crash
the year before, told Kelly over lasagne
and chips that he wanted to move on
from the company.
On April 28, Hickey emailed Cosgrave
and Kelly to notify them of his intention
to resign with a message that ended saying the trio should catch up for dinner
soon. A few days later, he was seen at
Dublin airport boarding a flight to New
York as a cohort of Web Summit staff
were travelling to New Orleans for Collision, another tech conference.
Hickey has since made a new life for
himself in New York and established a
successful PR company. But last week,
more than four years on from his initial
resignation email, he filed High Court
papers alleging minority shareholder
oppression by Cosgrave.
In a 40-page affidavit, Hickey detailed
years of alleged discontent and put his
relationship with Cosgrave, founder of
Web Summit, and Kelly, a co-founder,
into the spotlight. Among the allegations
detailed in the affidavit is that Cosgrave
led a concerted strategy to force Hickey
out of the company.
While Hickey describes the events
that led to his 2017 resignation as being a
build-up of frustration and unhappiness,
this characterisation was described as a
“wholly one-sided version” by a spokeswoman for Web Summit last week.
The reasons behind the legal move,
according to his affidavit, is to secure
the “fair market value” acquisition of
his interest in a company he estimates
to be worth up to €350 million.
Hickey’s lawsuit is the latest in what
is becoming a tangled web of legal cases
involving Cosgrave and Web Summit. It
follows on from another minority shareholder oppression case launched earlier
this month by Kelly, and has raised questions about when and why it all went so
wrong between the three founders of
what has become an Irish success story.

‘Secret’ investment fund

Both Kelly and Hickey make similar accusations against Cosgrave in their legal
actions and claim their interests as shareholders have been disregarded. Kelly’s
case was entered into the Commercial
Court division of the High Court earlier
this month, while Hickey’s is listed to
apply for entry tomorrow.
Separately, Cosgrave is suing Kelly in
the High Court for breach of fiduciary
duties, alleging he failed in his duties as
a director of Web Summit by allegedly soliciting investors into a fund, from
which Web Summit was excluded, while
working in the role. Kelly denies these
claims.
Cosgrave is also suing Kelly and Patrick
Murphy, a fund manager, in California
claiming that the pair “secretly” established an investment fund that
he claims benefited from its association with the successful Web
Summit, but from which it and
Cosgrave were excluded.
It is alleged that Kelly and
Murphy, after branching out
from Amaranthine Fund I,

a venture capital fund set up by them
and Cosgrave in 2018, set up a new fund
that, Cosgrave claims, has leveraged Web
Summit’s connections to investors. Kelly
and Murphy strenuously deny claims
that Cosgrave or Web Summit had any
involvement with the follow-on fund.
Cosgrave, through his company Proto
Roto, is currently the beneficial shareholder of approximately 81 per cent of
Web Summit via Manders Terrace, the
holding company for the technology
conference and other related conferences. Kelly, through his company Graiguearidda Limited, has a 12 per cent stake
and Hickey, through Lazvisax Limited,
has seven per cent.
A US court was also asked earlier this
month to urge Cosgrave to enter arbitration, after lawyers for Kelly and Murphy
said he had agreed to this form of dispute resolution during the creation of the
Amaranthine Fund. Web Summit said it
would respond in “an appropriate way”,
but that arbitration “places proceedings
behind closed doors”.
While arbitration and mediation are
possible avenues toward a settlement,
it is unlikely that any legal solution will
rectify relationships that started as early
as secondary school in the case of Kelly
and Cosgrave, but which have soured to
the point that Kelly has described his
relationship with Cosgrave as “irremediably toxic”.

Shareholder oppression

The High Court cases being taken by
Kelly and Hickey are alleging minority
shareholder oppression and relying on
section 212 of the Companies Act 2014.
This section provides that a shareholder
can complain to the court if the affairs
of a company are being conducted “in
a manner oppressive to him or her”, or
in disregard of their interests.
In a section 212 case, the shareholder
taking the case is normally seeking one
of two reliefs, either that one party buys
out the other party’s shareholding, or
that the company is wound up.
According to Michael Lavelle, solicitor and founder of Lavelle Partners law
firm, there are around 100 to 200 shareholder disputes every year in Ireland.
He estimated that over 90 per cent of
these cases are settled, with only a small
number going to a full hearing. Lavelle,
who has worked on a number of these
cases, said the disputes often involve significant legal costs, which run in excess
Daire Hickey:
‘I looked up to
Mr Cosgrave
and sought to
follow in his
footsteps’

of €250,000 for each side.
“Legal costs are frequently an incentive to parties resolving their differences during the course of proceedings,”
Lavelle said, adding that these disputes
often have similarities to marital disputes
because parties can become “entrenched
in their respective positions”.
He added “commercial realities often
dictate that settling a case and avoiding
the uncertainty of a High Court judgment
or an order winding up the company
involved in the dispute, often leads to
parties resolving their differences”.
A spokeswoman for Web Summit did
not respond to a query on whether Cosgrave intended to settle with Kelly and
Hickey, but she has repeatedly said they
“look forward to future court hearings”
on the issue. Cosgrave told the Business
Post last month that, as the legal cases
were now before the courts, “we just
have to let the process run its course”.
Another facet of shareholder disputes
is that accountants, when valuing companies, often argue that a discount applies of up to 50 per cent to the shares of
minority shareholders. Lavelle said this
means that a minority shareholder who
succeeds may not get as much as they
expect if a discount is applied to their
shareholding.
Both Kelly and Hickey have, in their
affidavits, sought to have no discount
applied to the value of their shareholding as a result of what they claim is the
nature of the conduct of Cosgrave, and
because of the existence of what they
characterise as a “quasi partnership”.
Hickey’s position in the litigation is
unique in that, unlike Kelly and Murphy, he is not being sued by Cosgrave
and had not been formally involved in
the disputes until he filed his case last
week. He has also not been involved in
the running or operation of Web Summit
for over two years, having resigned as a
director in August 2019.
The 35-year-old has been described by
people who worked with him as “charismatic”. Despite his absence from Web
Summit for some time, he was a significant part of the company’s formation
and growth, securing speakers and key
sponsors for the first-ever Web Summit
in 2010.
Cosgrave’s invitation for Hickey to join
him in working on the inaugural event
must have been an exciting proposition,
and the latter has described how close a
relationship the pair had at Trinity College Dublin, where they met in 2004.
“I looked up to Mr Cosgrave and sought
to follow in his footsteps,” Hickey said in
his affidavit, noting how in later college
years he became president of the University Philosophical Society, a role Cosgrave
also held during his time in college.
In the years following Web Summit’s
establishment, Hickey’s role involved
securing speakers and sponsors for the
conference and its break-off events. In
2016, he was named on the Forbes ‘30
under 30’ list, with the magazine’s blurb
describing how his role involved helping
to bring in “$2 million-plus in media
partnerships in 2015 alone”.
“Hickey takes care of top-tier partners,
like Google and Facebook, and holds the
keys to F.ounders, an invite-only event
for top tech founders,” Forbes said in
the write-up.
According to those who worked
around the two men, tension started to
build between them as Hickey’s profile
began to increase. “He [Cosgrave] didn’t
like that Daire got so much attention,”
one former staffer said.
Hickey currently runs 150Bond, a
communications company that provides
“high-level strategic advice” to executives, and counts those at large multinational companies such as Stripe and
Workhuman as clients. He is also on the
board of RTÉ, having been appointed
earlier this year.
In his affidavit, Hickey details how,
in his years since leaving Web Summit,
Cosgrave has allegedly attempted to
“destroy my personal and professional
reputation”.
He also details allegations about a

“dossier” that he was told Cosgrave had
begun compiling which included allegations stemming from a complaint made
against him “in or around 2016”.
Hickey says in the affidavit that he was
aware of a complaint made against him
by a Web Summit staff member in 2016,
but he was told at the time that it had
been resolved via an informal process
“to the satisfaction of the staff member
concerned”. He says that it was only from
speaking with Kelly in recent months
that he learned that Cosgrave regards this
complaint as a “key weapon in advancing
his vendetta against me”.
Kelly, who resigned as a director in
March 2021 and as an employee in April
2021, claimed in his affidavit that he has
been faced with a “concerted campaign”
by Cosgrave to damage his professional
and commercial activities since resigning. He says “withstanding this barrage
of assault” has taken up a lot of his time.
Another feature of both affidavits are
allegations on how Cosgrave treated Web
Summit staff, including that his temper
resulted in formal complaints, the most
serious of which allegedly involved a fe-

male staff member who received a “very
substantial sum” relating to a complaint
of alleged bullying and harassment.
Despite what Kelly and Hickey allege
are lists of Web Summit staffers who have
been treated poorly, there are a number
of employees who have left the company
only to return a few years later and work
in more senior roles.
While in earlier years at the company
Cosgrave would have relied on an inner
circle that included senior staff members
such as Mike Harvey, who worked at
the Times of London for ten years, he
now depends mainly on young staffers
who have been promoted after years of
working their way up in the company.
An ex-staffer, who spoke to the Business Post on the condition of anonymity,
said there was often a “fall from grace”
for employees who get close to Cosgrave
after the founder “decides they aren’t
friends any more”.
“There was a certain amount of comfort from those who got the wrath of
Paddy because people felt they had all
been there,” the individual said, adding that the company is made of “great

The big question surrounding the fallout
from all the legal disputes is when and
how they will end. As barristers and solicitors fire off letters in the background,
both Kelly and Cosgrave are hard at work
acquiring investors for new separate
funds.
Kelly is working with Murphy on a
$50 million fund they are calling Semble,
though they have said the name may
change. Cosgrave is also working on his
own follow-on fund, which it is understood may be called the Web Summit
Venture Fund, although it has not registered this fund with the US Securities
and Exchange Commission (SEC).
Amaranthine Fund was notably successful and backed Hopin, an online
events company, which was valued at
more than $5.6 billion earlier this year.
The British start-up has risen significantly in value since it was founded in
2019 as the pandemic forced events and
conferences online.
Both Kelly and Cosgrave’s new funds
will be aiming to back more unicorns, the
term used in the venture capital industry
to describe a start-up with a value of over
$1 billion, and onlookers will be closely
watching to see what deals are done next.
It remains to be seen whether the legal
battles will have an effect on the businesses run by the three men, who once
regarded themselves as equal partners
in a start-up into which they devoted an
immense amount of time and resources.
In striking contrast to the current embittered litigation, Hickey outlines in his
affidavit how Cosgrave, when offering
him a chance to “make a life-changing
amount of money” in 2010, presented
terms that were not to Hickey’s satisfaction. The pair then had a talk “on a
wall at St Stephen’s Green in Dublin”
and Hickey said a revised agreement
was made on better terms.
As allegations and legal documents
continue to pile up in the current court
battles, it would appear that the days of
being able to do business with a casual
chat in the park are well behind them.
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The Profile Volodymyr Zelenskyy

A study in leadership
The fact that he had named his newly
founded party “Servant of the People”, after
his acclaimed television show, fuelled concerns that he was not a serious politician. He
faced criticism for appointing
also
longtime friends and colleagues
into positions of power within
government.
In response to questions about his
appointments, Zelenskyy told
the Guardian in 2020: “I have
a few people who work with
me who have been my friends
for a long time . . . They have no
relation to business, or to the budget.”
That newspaper also reported last
year about his alleged ties — contained in
the Pandora Papers — to a network of offshore companies, co-owned with his longtime
friends and TV business partners. Some of the
revenue from these companies was reportedly
connected to activity in Russia and Belarus,
although the Guardian said the papers did not
indicate whether any dividends were ever
paid.
Iuliia Mendel, a Ukrainian journalist and
Zelenskyy’s press secretary from 2019 to 2021,
told the Business Post that her former boss had
faced many criticisms during his presidency
but he was “the type of person really needed
in a crisis”.
Mendel said that for an ordinary or traditional politician, who followed a strict system
of governance, leading a country during a time
of war could be too great a task.
“For him it’s big, but manageable, I’m sure
about that,” she said. “He is the type who
stands with people until the end. I’m not saying he’s a perfect person, but who is? He’s doing what the people of Ukraine need now very
much. He is proud to be a Ukrainian
president.”
The media empire that Zelenskyy created,
and the fame he received as a result of it, was,
according to Mendel, something which allowed him to succeed in the presidential race.
She said the image of newcomers to politics in
Ukraine can be damaged by information and
disinformation campaigns waged by opponents or critics.
“What he needed was a fast electoral campaign,” she said, noting that he had joined
the 2019 presidential race a few months
before the vote but had been considering it for
many years.
“It’s very difficult to kill a person with 20
years of popularity in four months.”
Mendel said that long before his media empire became immensely successful, Zelenskyy
turned down a production job offer in Moscow,
a city considered a hub of money and success.
She said the significance of a refusal like this,
combined with Zelenskyy’s ability to “build a
career on meritocracy” in a post-Soviet space,
should not be underestimated.
“He denied that proposal because he wanted to remain in Ukraine; he wanted to build
something in Ukraine,” she said.
“He understands how difficult it is to get
from poverty to another type of life and he
feels like he achieved success for people like
him. The first thing he asks about when considering something is what the influence will
be on people. That is the magic question that
he asks.”

BY CATHERINE SANZ

I

n the first season of Servant of the
People, a sitcom about a man who
finds himself ending up as president of
Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelenskyy stuffs
walnuts into his mouth during an elocution lesson to practise addressing the
nation.
Playing the character of Vasily Petrovich Goloborodko, a straight-talking and
kind-hearted history teacher, Zelenskyy is being taught how to say the phrase “Dear fellow
Ukrainians” clearly and without hesitation,
taking his “showtime” cue off an instructor.
Less than seven years since this show first
aired, Zelenskyy, now the real-life president of
Ukraine, regularly stands at a podium to speak
to his country during a time of war.
The former actor who won a surprising
landslide presidential victory in 2019 has been
catapulted onto the world stage as he leads
Ukraine through a full-scale invasion by Russian forces. Vladimir Putin, the president of
Russia, has referred to the attack as a “special military operation”.
In the 19 days since it began, Zelenskyy’s
social media presence has been transformed
from one of being well-dressed and shaking the hands of other world leaders to one
where he delivers daily news of shelling,
evacuations, casualties, and destruction
wearing an army-green tee-shirt.
At times he has appeared fearless in the
face of death, using phrases such as “Everything will be fine” and “We will win” while he
keeps the country, and the world, updated on
the invasion and appeals for help.
The 44-year-old made headlines around
the world after he refused an evacuation offer
from the US, saying: “I need ammunition, not a
ride.” He has also maintained a simple messaging style with clear demands and requests for
others to echo his calls. Among the most prominent of these has been his repeated urge for
western leaders to enforce a “no-fly” zone over
Ukraine to protect it from Russian missiles.
He told the British House of Commons last
week that they must find a way to “make our
Ukrainian skies safe”. After quoting William
Shakespeare, he echoed Winston
Churchill when he told British
lawmakers: “We will not surrender, we will not lose, we will go to
the end”.
Zelenskyy has been praised by Ukrainians around the world for uniting the
country during an unprecedented moment
in its history, but the battle ahead will undoubtedly involve more immediate hardship.
Last week, the United Nations recorded
nearly 1,500 civilian casualties in the country, including more than 500 killed, dozens of
which were of children. The European Commission estimates that more than seven million
people may be displaced due to the invasion.
As the number of causalities continues to
climb and Ukraine grapples with the effects of
all-out war, the actor-turned-politician will be
under immense pressure to maintain the image of a strong head of state.
If the role of a courageous leader striving to
protect his county was, as the actor Sean Penn
told CNN earlier this month, what Zelenskyy
was “born for”, then has he been auditioning
for this part his entire life?
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long with the physical war being
waged within the country, Zelenskyy
is also battling a sophisticated information warfare campaign. For years
pro-Russian internet trolls and media channels
have conducted disinformation campaigns
related to Ukraine. These campaigns have
increased in intensity in the weeks since the
invasion began.
As recently as last week a conspiracy theory
was circulated claiming pictures showing a
deadly airstrike on a Ukrainian hospital were
staged, and pregnant women featured in the
photos were paid actors. The official Twitter
page for the Russian embassy in London posted
a picture of a bloodied woman in the aftermath
of the blast with the word “fake” printed across
it. Twitter removed the post, saying it violated
the platform’s rules.
Rumours claiming that Zelenskyy has fled
the country are regularly being pushed by
pro-Russian accounts on social media, according to Dr Tanya Lokot, an associate professor in
digital media and society at Dublin City
University.
Lokot said Zelenskyy’s selfie videos have
provided him with an outlet to respond immediately to these rumours by showing people
that he is in Ukraine. She also said the videos
allowed Zelenskyy to “show himself as he is” to
his compatriots.
“He’s tired, he has bags under his eyes, he’s
wearing whatever shirt that he’s probably
worn for like two or three days. People understand that he’s in the same situation as they
are,” she said.
“Some people don’t have access to food or
water and in a way, it’s like: well, he may not
be in as bad a condition, but he understands
what people are going through. I think that’s
really important.”
Along with sharing regular footage of himself
providing words of encouragement to people,
Zelenskyy is also disseminating practical information about where the shelling is occurring
and what evacuation opportunities are
available.
The Telegram page of Olena Zelenska, the
first lady, is also regularly updated with practical information about mobile networks
and gives regular reminders to do things like
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“always stay in touch with your family”. In a
statement released last week, Zelenska referred to the invasion as “the mass murder of
Ukrainian civilians”.
Lokot said she thought the team working
with Zelenskyy and his family were very
conscious of countering false and misleading
information.
“I think they’re trying to create a situation
where there’s no vacuum in the information
sphere that the Russians could fill with misinformation,” she said.
Zelenskyy was regularly updating his social
media feeds throughout last week with news
about how his military was managing its defence against “the aggressor”, a term he used
interchangeably with Russia.
In a post, he told his Instagram followers
“we endured” after the 15th day of the attacks
began, adding “we have not become slaves and
will never become! Because this is our spirit,
this is our destiny”.
Zelenskyy’s communication skills are also
reflected in his speeches and the reaction they
receive from listeners. An interpreter working for Welt, the German news channel, was
translating a television speech given by Zelenskyy late last month when she was apparently
so moved by his words that she broke down
into tears during the broadcast.
The use of powerful rhetoric has been a cen-

tral element of Zelenskyy’s political identity
since he was elected in 2019, beating incumbent Petro Poroshenko by receiving over 73 per
cent of the vote.
At his inauguration speech, he appealed to
the “common dream” of Ukraine joining the
EU, and implored each citizen to live their daily lives like they were also president and had
sworn an oath of allegiance to Ukraine.
“We have chosen a path to Europe, but Europe is not somewhere out there. Europe is
here,” he said, pointing to his head. “And after
it appears here, it will be everywhere, all over
Ukraine.”
According to Dr Olga Onuch, an associate
professor of politics at the University of Manchester, Zelenskyy’s ability to communicate
effectively is not a crisis response tactic, but
something he has been cultivating throughout
his career.
Onuch has been studying Zelenskyy’s discourse and conducted surveys of Ukrainians
to understand and track views on issues such
as Nato or EU membership. She said her work
had uncovered a phenomenon she termed the
“Zelenskyy effect”, used to refer to trends in
which Ukrainians who voted for his party were
more likely to switch their views on issues
such as Nato.
“When I heard his inauguration speech, and
I listened to how he spoke to ordinary Ukrainians, really trying to listen to it through the lens
of an ordinary Ukrainian, it became clear that
he was doing a good job and his words were
going to be very effective with ordinary Ukrainians,” Onuch said.
“He spoke to Ukrainians as what they already saw themselves as: a united civic entity
around one state, but diverse in their being.
And he was able to speak to that diversity, and
yet, continue to wrap it up in a Ukrainian civic
unity.”
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elenskyy was born in 1978, in Kryvyi
Rih, a Russian-speaking industrial region
of southeastern Ukraine, to Jewish parents. He graduated from the Kyiv National
Economic University with a law degree before
co-founding Kvartal 95 Studio, a successful tele-

vision production company.
He also worked with a travelling sketch show
in towns and cities across Ukraine. Onuch said
his shows had a similar style to a programme
like Last Week Tonight with John Oliver.
She said that, contrary to the belief of many
commentators, Zelenskyy’s political career
“doesn’t come out of nowhere” but was cultivated in his entertainment work.
“I think that’s something that gets missed,
that at least some of the sketches were directly
[and] very concretely about political issues,”
she said. “It was very much that level of political satire and was indeed at times quite biting
in nature.”
Zelenskyy won Ukraine’s Dancing With the
Stars in 2006. He also voiced Paddington in the
Ukrainian version of the 2014 film and its 2017
sequel.
When he was elected president in 2019,
after running on an anti-corruption platform
aimed at improving relations with Russia, his
opponents said his lack of political experience
meant he would be unable to stand up to Putin
in the face of a potentially worsening international situation.
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s a presidential novice, Zelenskyy
found himself at the centre of a
major international conflict when
former US president Donald Trump
repeatedly pressured him to investigate Hunter
Biden, Joe Biden’s son. Trump had wanted Zelenskyy to cooperate with a probe concerning
Biden’s reported $83,000 per month position
on the board of Burisma, a Ukrainian energy
company. Trump was impeached by House
Democrats in 2019 over the affair.
Working as Zelenskyy’s press secretary
during this episode was difficult, Mendel said,
because the focus of major US media outlets
suddenly turned to Ukraine. She said Zelenskyy made a “smart move” in staying silent
during the scandal, which allowed him to
avoid being perceived as a diplomatic pawn.
“We didn’t want to show ourselves as an
object in the hands of a president that could
influence politics in another country.”
A reference to Superman seems to have
followed Zelenskyy around, from featuring in
the lyrics of the theme song in his television
show to appearing in a photo which went viral
on Reddit late last month. The undated family
photo shows Zelenskyy with the Superman
logo painted on his face, in the style of a mask,
while his young son appears to be wearing
Batman-themed face paint.
The photo depicts the family of four huddled
together and smiling brightly as they pose for
the portrait in a garden. “What he is afraid for
is his family — they mean a lot to him — but
definitely not for himself,” Mendel said, when
asked what Zelenskyy fears.
As he echoed the words of Churchill while
speaking to British lawmakers last week, he
vowed to fight “to the end”.
Onuch said she believed his point in making
that comment was to remind people that while
you can kill a person, or people, “you cannot
kill the idea of the Ukrainian state”.
“Just because Putin doesn’t believe in that
idea, or that fact, as it is today, that doesn’t
mean that it ceases to be,” she said.
“If someone somewhere thinks that if you
get rid of Zelenskyy, you get rid of this unity:
no. There are many, many Zelenskyys, and
that’s not a populist trope, that is the essence of
the Ukrainian identity.”

